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      Rethinking Youth Cultures: the case of ‘The Gothics’ 
 
Gordon Tait, QUT 
 
If the news media is correct, the Gothic youth subculture now constitutes a familiar part of 
the social landscape.  Like Skinheads and Punks before them, it is argued that groups of 
Gothics are now a standard feature of most western cities, versions of which occur in the 
United Kindom, Australia, New Zealand and the United States (Lees, 1988; Shuker, 1989; 
Widdicombe and Wooffitt,  1990).  For those still unacquainted with the phenomenon, 
Denholm, Horniblow and Smalley (1992), list the defining characteristics of a Gothic, 
acompanied by a sketch: 
 
Dress and Appearance: All black including hair, Doc Marten shoes or 
boots, black stockings, short skirts, big coats, white make-up, dyed or 
weirdly cut hair, heaps of eyeliner, rings and upside down cross around 
their necks .. .  
Key activities and behaviour: Against the church, slouch around, smoking 
pot and raging out, generally just talk together, criticise other people, keep 
to themselves, seances, meditating, loud concerts, visit grave yards at 
night, shopping at flea markets.  
Relationships with adults: Rebellious, avoid and hate adults, don' t get 
along at all,  usually don’t live with parents, adults dislike them. (Denholm, 
Horniblow and Smalley, 1992:23) 
 
Denholm et al.  place the Gothics within the familiar subcultural context of ‘unemployment, 
poverty and homelessness’.  Furthermore, as can be seen from the comments about their 
relationships with adults, Gothics are constructed primarily as an oppositional group.  As 
with the Skinheads and Punks, Gothics are depicted as engaging in a struggle against the 
existing social order.  Indeed, Denholm, Horniblow and Smalley (1992:25) discuss the 
problems that youth practitioners face dealing with subcultures such as Gothics, since they 
often have the perception that ‘they are dealing with another part of the "establishment"’.  
 
The theoretical framework employed by Denholm et al.  is a standard one, with youth 
subcultures, such as the Gothics, regarded as mediated versions of the wider working-class 
parent culture.  They are counter-hegemonic groupings which constitute attempts by post-
war youth to magically resolve the social problems and contradictions created by their 
material conditions. The most visible element of this resolution is the concept of ‘style as 
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discourse’, whereby the various subcultures assemble a characteristic vocabulary of 
symbols (primarily involving dress, musical tastes and codes of conduct) through which 
they seek to communicate with the wider community.   
 
The problems with subculture theory have been well documented (Tait, 1992; 1993).  
However, if this theoretical apparatus is severely flawed, how then might the set of social 
formations which have constituted the object of subculture research be reinterpreted?  That 
is,  if Gothics, for example, are not counter-hegemonic responses to the dominant order, 
how might they be understood and investigated by researchers within the field of ‘youth 
studies’?  
 
An Alternative Understanding of ‘Gothics’ 
 
In ‘Youth Tribes of Australia’, Lees (1988) sets out to describe the most significant youth 
subcultures of the late 1980s.  Alongside such groups as Skateboarders, Hip hoppers and 
Surfies, she addresses the Gothics—arguing that they are best understood as a bohemian 
offshoot of the Punk movement. However, she claims that whereas the Punks had a 
political agenda—anarchy—the Gothics do not.  Their statement is simply the way they 
look.  That is,  the Gothic subculture is primarily based upon the making of specific fashion 
choices, and is not about an involvement in any kind of struggle, whether ritualised or 
otherwise. This claim problematises the use of subculture theory for analysing the Gothics. 
Therefore, rather than examining the Gothics in terms of resistance and a mediated parent 
culture, a more fruitful strategy might involve a piecemeal approach to the subject matter, 
commencing with an examination of five particular areas: 
  
Consumer culture and the Gothics 
In the Lees (1988) article, the point is made that the appearance and continuation of groups 
such as Gothics often hinges upon the success of an associated musical style.  One Gothic 
is quoted as saying, ‘If there' s no music, there' s no fad because the music creates the fad’ 
(Lees, 1988:8).  The success enjoyed by bands such as Siousie and the Banshees, The 
Cure, The Sisters of Mercy, Dead or Alive, The Jesus and Mary Chain, and the Mission—
bands most generally associated with the Gothics—have ensured that subcultural affiliation, 
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however loosely defined, remains high.  Indeed, in an article by Sue Widdicombe and Rob 
Wooffitt (1990:268-269), entitled ‘"Being" Versus "Doing" Punk: on achieving 
authenticity as a member’, a Gothic interviewee makes this very point: ‘Well, there' s been 
The Mission that' s just started, and it' s a lot more popular, especially with younger people 
. . .  it' s become really trendy to be a gothic’.   
 
However, an analysis of the music industry and its associated tastes provides only one part of 
the picture.  As a grouping most easily defined by its appearance, the Gothics are also the by-
product of the marketing practices, stylistic conventions and global trends associated with the 
fashion industry.  For example, it has been argued that the Punk style originally developed, 
not as a spontaneous cultural response to social and economic disenchantment among the 
young, but rather out of a series of fashion statements by Vivienne Westwood, an avant-garde 
British clothes designer, in the early 1970s (Nordquist, 1991:75).  With hindsight, by the end 
of the 1970s, several aspects of Punk fashion, particular those styles adopted by women, were 
already heading towards those more readily associated with the Gothic, ie. the wearing of  
black. 
 
Furthermore, this colour preference was not restricted to Punks and the early Gothics, 
indeed it was a staple of the fashion industry throughout the late seventies and early 
eighties (LeBlanc, 1991:64) – a fact which had a significant role to play in informing the 
fashion choices which came to be made by such youth groups (and vice versa).  Again, the 
point being made here is that Gothic codes of dress do not originate from an inner 
wellspring of youthful creativity and resistance, but are instead related, in part,  to broader 
trends, innovations and marketing strategies within the fashion industry. 
 
‘Gothic’ self-fashioning 
And yet, it can also be argued that the notion of ‘fashion’ has broader implications for an 
analysis of the Gothics than simply the choice of specific clothes and make-up, a claim 
which leads to the second possible area of investigation—the forms of self-fashioning 
associated with developing a Gothic persona.  A particular persona is not adopted as a 
reflection of the inner self, instead it is actively acquired through various practices of self-
shaping.   Following the work of Mauss (1973; 1985), it is argued that specific subject 
  4 
positions are created, such as those associated with youth, through the employment of 
various techniques of self-formation.  Therefore, specific ‘technologies of the self’ 
structure the practices by which individuals pattern their own conduct.  This establishes a 
particular kind of habitus.  While the use of fashion is central to this process, a persona is 
also constructed through the adoption of particular techniques of the body (dances, 
postures, ways of walking, forms of bodily adornment), obedience to specific codes of 
conduct (social and personal habits, forms of recreation, relations to authority and each 
other), the cultivation of certain tastes (musical, artistic, narcotic), and so on.  All of these 
practices, techniques and behaviours constitute active ways of ‘doing work on the self’.  
They are the mechanisms by which a given persona is shaped.   
 
The Gothic persona is no exception; it too requires considerable work.  Whereas the 
Skinhead persona is generally characterised in terms of its overtly belligerent self-
confidence, its high level of physicality combined with frequent displays of aggression 
(Cashmore, 1984:63-76), the Gothic persona is much more restrained.  With their slow 
gait and melancholic forms of dance (involving little more than swaying), Gothics are 
customarily represented as quiet, reflective, and sombre to the point of morbidity (Shuker, 
1989:12).  This form of self-shaping is precisely what is meant by the ‘romantic fashioning 
of personality’.  Indeed, as the next possible area of investigation will demonstrate, there 
are significant links between the Romantic Movement of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, and the Gothics.  
 
Historicising the ‘Gothic’ 
Many of the specific practices of self-fashioning widely identified with the Gothics have a 
history dating back well before the end of the 1970s, when the current youth culture gained 
momentum.  Although the actual Goths were a Germanic people who lived in Europe 
between the 3rd and 5th centuries, the notion of ‘the Gothic’ began over one thousand years 
later, in the classically-influenced renaissance, when the term was used (primarily within the 
context of architecture) as a disparaging way of referring to buildings constructed in the 
‘barbaric’ styles of the middle-ages (Germann, 1972:181-182).  It was not until the ‘Gothic 
Revival’, which is associated with the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, that 
contemporary understandings of the Gothic began to take shape.  During this period, many of 
  5 
the stylistic features characteristic of medieval architecture were re-popularised and 
integrated into building design.  However, as Clarke points out, this must be placed in a 
wider context.   
 
From the first the new taste for Gothic architecture was no more then a symptom of a great 
change of ideas which we now call the Romantic Movement. Hence, as with the Romantic 
Movement, the influence of ‘Gothic Revival’ has been deemed to extend beyond the 
architectural to include the literary.  Clarke (1978:28) argues that early in the eighteenth 
century, the ‘Gothic Mood’ began to inform poetry.  This mood was soon evidenced 
within the new and increasingly popular literary form—the novel—such that by the 
nineteenth century, augmented by the distributive possibilities associated with the cheap 
mass production of books, the Gothic constituted a prominent element of Victorian writers 
vocabulary of topics and motifs: young women in isolated settings, a man with a sinister 
secret,  repressed desire, incest, and so on (Masse, 1990:679).  
 
Having pointed to some specific motifs in nineteenth century architecture and literature, 
the intention is not to assert the existence of an unbroken link with a late twentieth century 
subculture. Instead, the idea is simply to suggest that in the hundred years since the end of 
the ‘Gothic Revival’, Gothic themes have repeatedly re-emerged and been popularised at 
various different times, and within various contexts, such as within architecture (Clarke, 
1978), literature (Weston and Ruggiero, 1978), cinema (Toumey, 1992), television 
(Ledwon, 1993), music (Goddu, 1995) fashion (Lees, 1988) and even cuisine (Jakobson, 
1988). 
   
Again, linking the Romantic Movement, the Gothic Revival and contemporary Gothics 
would only be possible as the result of detailed analysis.  However, one point of departure 
for such a study might involve an examination of the nexus between gender and the 
Gothic.  Contemporary feminist literature has made a number of significant points: it has 
illustrated the pre-eminence of women writers within Gothic literature (such as Mary 
Shelley and Jane Austin); it has highlighted the pivotal role played by women within the 
structure of the Gothic novel (although generally from a psychoanalytic perspective); and it 
has suggested that the readership of such novels was primarily female (Ruggiero and 
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Weston, 1977; Mussell,  1983; Restuccia, 1986; Masse, 1993).  It is therefore conceivable 
that some convincing links can be made between these feminist claims, and the fact that the 
contemporary Gothics are predominantly female (to the extent that subculture members are 
also referred to as ‘Witches' —(Denholm, Horniblow and Smalley, 1992:23)).  
 
Governing the category of Youth 
The fourth area of investigation might involve an examination of the differentiating logic 
which gives rise to categories such as the Gothics.  That is,  through the construction of an 
extensive vocabulary of social categories, governmental programmes can be shaped, 
targeted and implemented most effectively.  As Foucault (1977) notes in Discipline and 
Punish,  by distributing and classifying individuals as classes of persons along an increasing 
number of axes, it becomes all the more possible to create a domain of government.  This 
forms a crucial mechanism enabling power to be exercised in a far more comprehensive 
manner than was previously possible.  He argues that in modern society, where power is 
generally anonymous and functional, there tends to be a strong process of 
‘individualisation’ of those upon whom it is exercised. That is, those who do not conform 
to the norms (norms made available through technologies such as statistics and which 
locate individuals within a field of distribution), are the subject of the greatest attention.  
He states that ‘in a system of discipline, the child is more individuated than the adult, the 
patient more than the healthy man, the madman and the delinquent more than normal and 
non-delinquent’ (Foucault, 1977:193).  
 
The case of ‘problem’ youth exemplifies this.  Denholm et al.  stress how important it is for 
youth ‘practitioners’ to be able to keep abreast of how youth is categorised (and categorises 
itself) at any given moment.  As previously mentioned, they provide profiles of twelve 
separate youth subcultures, detailing how each is likely to respond in their contact with 
adults. Presumably then, youth practitioners can modify their own expectations and 
conduct depending upon the particular characteristics of the group concerned.  They cite 
examples of subculture from both Canada (Bangers, Preps, Skinheads, Bopps) and Great 
Britain (Metal heads, Punkers, Posers, Mods) to support their argument (Denholm, 
Horniblow and Smalley, 1992:18).   
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Even the category of Gothic itself is subject to further subdivision.  Widdicome and 
Wooffitt (1990) contend that a distinction can be made between Gothics, New Gothics and 
MiniGothics.  This differentiation is based upon criteria such as age, various specificities 
of dress, the length of time an individual has been a Gothic, and the perceived degree of 
affiliation to the subculture.  
 
Gothics and the Media 
A final area of investigation into the Gothics might involve an analysis of how the media 
choose to report youth issues.  The relationship between youth and the media has been the 
subject of extensive comment.  One common viewpoint is advanced by Muncie (1984), 
who argues that the media have sought to place the blame for many social contemporary 
ills upon youth.  This process, he contends, has been so effective and thorough, that the 
very category of youth itself has become inexorably linked to social transgression, 
delinquency and risk (Muncie, 1984:9).   
 
Shuker (1989), in a paper entitled ‘From Bodgies to Gothics: pop culture and moral panic 
in New Zealand’, examines the manner in which the suicide of three Gothics in 1988 was 
dealt with by elements of the New Zealand press.  He contends that, as with the Bodgies 
thirty years earlier, the press ‘fastened on and sensationalised a youth subculture, 
presenting the Gothic cultists in a stylized and stereotyped way’ (Shuker, 1989:15).  In 
support of this argument, Shuker cites a number of newspaper headlines and 
commentaries, such as ‘Gothic Cult Suicides’ (Dominion,  25 September, 1988), ‘Gothic 
lifestyle puts young at risk—doctor’ (Dominion,  27 September, 1988), and ‘Gothic music 
preaches a message of despondency wrapped in the mysticism of death’ (Dominion, 23 
September, 1988).   
 
However, upon closer examination of the evidence, not only did all of the suicides turn out 
to be family related, but also, as Shuker suggests, there is reason to doubt that the Gothic 
subculture exists in any collective way at all,  other than as a loose affiliation of musical 
tastes and fashion conventions.  As he points out, the media' s ‘attempt to create an 
identifiable symbol, the Gothic Cultist, was found wanting when subjected to closer 
scrutiny’ (Shuker, 1989:13).   
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These elements of Shuker’s argument stem from the influential Folk Devils and Moral 
Panics, in which Cohen (1973) describes the virtual media invention of Mods and Rockers—
folk devils of the sixties.  Two points are of note here: first—and in keeping with tenor of 
this paper—if the complexities of the field are not to be lost, the folk devil/moral panic nexus 
is one which requires specific and detailed historical research in order to be useful.  Second, 
while hardly constituting a convincing social threat (the Gothic panic did not last long), like 
Cohen, Shuker underscores the influential role played by the media in the construction of 
given subcultural persona, and the distribution of that persona within sections of the 
population.  In this way, the media did not just report the (mis)conduct of subcultures, they 
have had a significant role to play in their construction.  The media have not just described 
the Gothics, they have been instrumental in their creation as a coherent social group.  Thus, it 
can be argued, in cases like this, the media feeds on its own inventions, as it continues to 
identify, catalogue and explain each new youth subcultures.  Thus, some young people, who 
just happen to share a nebulous cluster of musical and fashion tastes, have been transformed 




In summary then, this paper has argued that subcultural social formations,  such as the 
Gothics, did not evolve as resistance to a dominant culture.  Instead, they are a response to 
the governmental construction of youth as an object of knowledge—the by-product of 
particular forms of government, generated by specific power/knowledge relations.  As 
Carrington (1993:105) observes, youth subcultures do not defy government, ‘On the 
contrary, they could be said to entail forms of governance which operate through the 
medium of youth culture and teenage consumerism’.  
 
Accordingly, attempts to account for the phenomenon of ‘subcultures’ should begin, not 
with notions of a shared, resistant class/generational consciousness, but rather with 
detailed investigations of specific forms of government, such as those involving 
conventions and customs within the fashion and music industries, the distribution of 
technologies of marketing and consumption, the adoption of various techniques of self-
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shaping, the prevalence of different journalistic practices, routines of policing, and so on.  
‘Subcultural style’ is not an expression of relationship between a given social class, its 
material conditions and its economic and cultural aspirations.  Rather, it constitutes the 
construction of particular habitus, shaped by fashion and leisure activities, through which 
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